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In 2015, the Brooklyn Botanic Garden commemorates the centennial anniversary 
of the Japanese Hill and Pond Garden. The garden, initiated with a gift from 
philanthropist Alfred T. White (1846-1921), opened to the public on June 6, 1915. 
Serving as a landmark for the borough of Brooklyn and containing a rather dramatic 
history, this garden is among the earliest public Japanese gardens in the United 
States. It is a beloved garden for urbanites trying to escape the clamor of the city. It 
also is popular as a home to many koi, turtles, ducks, and occasionally herons.

Participating in the fascination with all things Japanese at the beginning of the 20th 
century, the leaders of the Brooklyn Botanic Garden consulted the Japanese Consul-
General in Manhattan for a garden builder. They recommended Takeo Shiota (1881-
1943), who began to design and build a Japanese garden for Brooklyn in 1914. 
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Dr. Kendall Brown in his book, Quiet Beauty: The Japanese Gardens of North America 
(Rutland, Vermont: Tuttle Publishing, 2014) describes the Japanese Hill-and-Pond 
Garden at New York’s Brooklyn Botanic Garden as “the first constructed at an 
American botanic garden and reportedly the first open free of charge. It is the 
only surviving pre-World War I civic garden – as distinct from the commercial tea 
garden in San Francisco’s Golden Gate Park. More importantly, the Brooklyn garden 
marks the initial transformation of a daimyo pond-style stroll garden into a form 
that fits smoothly into the kind of pastoral park setting then being created across 
North America by the Olmstead firm. Furthermore, Takeo Shiota represents the 
first generation of immigrants who made careers designing gardens. Finally, the BBG 
holds a leadership position in the Japanese garden field, publishing handbooks on 
American Japanese gardens and, in 1999, conducting a restoration that signaled the 
historic significance of North American Japanese gardens.” 
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The design was a combination of different Japanese 
garden styles reimagined in an American context. 
The result was a unique product of its time when 
the Japanese garden tradition was being reinvented 
in the West.

Shiota was a self-taught designer with little experience 
when given the unlikely job of creating a three-acre 
Japanese garden in New York City. By enlarging an 
existing pond and adding tons of soil and stone, 
he sculpted a beautiful landscape of contoured 
hills, waterfalls, grottoes, stone lanterns, an island, 
and torii with a Shinto shrine. The successful result 
was accomplished with a relatively small amount of 
money, limited choice of landscape materials, and 
a lack of skilled labor. Although basically unfinished 
upon its opening in June, 1915, over subsequent 
decades the garden was eventually enhanced with 
additional plantings and other improvements.

Shiota was a farmer’s son, born in 1881 in Ohtaki 
Chiba. Little is known about his life, and few records 
were kept regarding the planning and installation of 
the garden. Shiota wrote one article in 1915, “The 
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miniature Japanese landscape: a short description”, 
but left behind few notes on the Japanese Hill and 
Pond Garden, so his design theory remains a bit of 
an enigma. Shiota built a few other Japanese-inspired 
gardens, and one miniature landscape model, in 
the New York area, though these were residential 
gardens and none is as beautiful as the Hill and 
Pond Garden. Among the extant gardens created by 
Shiota, only the Japanese garden at Georgian Court 
College in Lakewood, New Jersey, is still open to the 
public. Shiota was employed as Head Florist at the 
Astor Hotel before he died at home in New York 
City on December 3, 1943.

As Kendall Brown notes in an article on the garden in 
Quiet Beauty: The Japanese Gardens of North America: 
“The shrine, which was gutted in an arson fire in 
1939, was rebuilt in 1960, and likewise the viewing 
pavilion was reconstructed in 1963 after it burnt 
down in 1948. The garden remained little changed 
and largely was kept in good condition after the hire 
of Frank Okamura in 1947.” 1

1. Brown, Kendall, Quiet Beauty, 37.
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Although the framework and landscape have been preserved, the plant selection 
has continually changed and improved over the decades. The plant palette is a 
combination of Japanese and American plants, consisting of many venerable 
Japanese maples, pines and flowering cherry trees.

 Time took its toll on the garden and the deterioration of the shoreline, pond, 
and viewing pavilion resulted in a well-deserved renovation in 1999. The pond 
was dredged of sediment. The eroded shoreline and paths were reconstructed. 
Overcrowded and diseased plants were removed and new plantings were installed. 
The rather poorly designed viewing pavilion was found to be structurally unstable. 
The original plans were redesigned and a beautiful sukiya-style building replaced 
the old viewing deck. All of these improvements led to a renaissance of the garden, 
which attracts more than 725,000 visitors a year. It is more popular than ever.

In preparation for the centennial anniversary, plans are being made to restore 
several structures. The Shinto shrine and the waiting bench have deteriorated 
since they were rebuilt in 1960. Both will be reconstructed. Due to losses from 
Hurricane Sandy in 2012, additional trees and shrubs are being planted to enhance 
the garden. To mark this momentous anniversary there will be a season full of 
celebrations including children’s programs from spring through fall and a gala and 
Sakura Matsuri (Cherry Blossom Festival) dedicated to the Japanese garden.
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